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Expanding roles for teachers

By Celine Coggins and Kate McGovern
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Throw around the phrase “teacher leadership” in a room of education professionals, and you'll sz;e:izl dzszibe
likely get a lot of enthusiastic nodding. It's hard to argue with the idea of teachers taking on findings of Assessment

leadership roles to improve their profession. For more than a generation, education leaders Advisor; a teacher-
created online ratings

have advocated for policies at federal, state, and district levels to support the spread of teacher to0l designed (AR

leadership. And yet, teacher leadership has not taken hold in either a strategic or systemic way. teacher feedback on
which tests work well

CELINE COGGINS (ccoggins@teachplus.org) is founder and chief executive officer of Teach Plus, Boston, Mass. KATE and which ones do not.

MCGOVERN is publications manager at The New Teacher Project and formerly was communications manager at Teach Plus.  Photo: Teach Plus.

VO5 N7  kappanmagazine.org 15
Thinkstock/iStock



*

Deepen your

understanding of

this article with
questions and
activities in this

month’s Kappan

Professional
Development

Discussion Guide

by Lois Brown

Easton. Download

a PDF of the

guide at kappan

magazine.org.

Why? Perhaps, as Atul Gawande said of the medi-
cal industry, while good ideas abound, notall of them
spread (2013). Ideas that do spread share two impor-
tant qualities: They solve a clearly defined problem,
and they benefit the general public as well as prac-
titioners. The failure of teacher leadership to take
hold has been a failure to define its purpose beyond
the generic, albeitlaudable, ideal of increased profes-
sionalism for teachers.

Policy making is fundamentally about resource
allocation. Policies favor interventions that can an-
swer the key questions: Who benefits, how, and to
what degree? Those of us who work in the teacher
leadership space must ask: How do we make teacher
leadership indispensable? How do we ensure that
policy makers believe it is a priority and not the first
item that gets slashed when budgets are tight?

For teacher leadership to have staying power, it
must prove itself to be genuinely influential — to
matter more than other strategies for improving
schools.

The obvious way to achieve this is to prove that
teacher leadership fosters school improvement,
principally evidenced by growth in student learning.
However, almost 30 years after the Holmes Group
and Carnegie Task Force on Teaching as a Profes-
sion brought national attention to the issue, the link
between teacher leadership and increased student
achievement has remained tenuous at best.

"Today, reforms in teacher evaluation nationwide
make it increasingly feasible to target leadership po-
sitions at demonstrably effective teachers. This has a
twofold impact. First, teacher leaders are more likely
to be respected as credible by the peers they seek to
influence, and second, the teachers doing the leading
are more likely to share practices that have a positive
influence on student achievement.

Asbaby boomers retire and those with less than 10
years experience teaching have become the majority
of the teaching force, teacher leadership is experi-
encing a resurgence in popularity (NCES, 2008).
For teacher leadership to have staying power this
time, it must prove itself to be genuinely influential
— to matter more than other strategies for improv-
ing schools. At Teach Plus, we have identified five
measurable goals for teacher leadership:

1. Improve student outcomes;

2. Improve the access of high-need students to
effective teachers;

3. Extend the careers of teachers looking for
growth opportunities;

4. Expand the influence of effective teachers on
their peers; and

5. Ensure a role for teachers as leaders in policy
decisions affecting their practice.

Why teacher leadership?

Our work at Teach Plus is rooted in the belief that
leadership opportunities for teachers have a mea-
surable, positive effect on students, schools, and the
teaching profession. Teach Plus recruits, selects and
trains outstanding teachers to be leaders in their
schools and in district and state policy debates. We
have worked with almost 1,000 teachers in six cities
to date. Our programs engage teachers as change
makers at the school and system levels while ac-
knowledging that different teachers want different
avenues for leadership.

At the school level, the Turnaround Teacher
Teams Initiative (13) recruits and supports cohorts
of effective, experienced teachers to be teacher lead-
ers in chronically low-performing schools. The T3
Initiative operates in 12 schools in partnership with
Boston Public Schools, Fall River (Mass.) Public
Schools, and District of Columbia Public Schools.

At the system level, our Teaching Policy Fel-
lowship offers effective urban teachers a range of
platforms to advocate for policies they believe will
benefit students. These opportunities include direct
engagement with policy makers, congressional testi-
mony, media placements, and public forums for voic-
ing their opinions. Here is the reasoning for and
the ways in which we advance toward our teacher
leadership goals.

#1. Improve student outcomes across a school.

Teacher leadership has always had implicit ties
to supporting improved student learning. Teacher
leadership emerged in the mid-1980s in response
to the education crisis outlined in A Nation at Risk.
Empowering teachers as professional leaders was
an answer to the question of how to prepare stu-
dents to compete in an increasingly competitive and
knowledge-driven global economy. Yet a clear link
between teacherleadership and studentachievement
has remained elusive.

In this era of accountability, teacher leadership ad-
vocates must insist on examining more explicit links.
Our T3 Initiative is beginning to measure the effect
of teacher leadership on student learning, and early
results are promising.

In the first cohort of six T3 schools in Boston —
all labeled “turnaround” schools by the state — stu-
dentscores went up in every school over a period of
two years. On average, scores improved schoolwide
by more than 16 points in math and more than 12
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points in English language arts (Teach Plus, 2012).
By contrast, scores in the remainder of the dis-
trict were flat or declining, as were scores in other
schools statewide that were given the turnaround
designation. Recently, state officials removed two-
thirds of the initial T3 schools from turnaround
status based on the schools’ consistent improved
performance.

#2. Improve access of high-need students to
effective teachers.

The early results of the T3 Initiative point to an-
otherkey outcome for teacher leadership: its capacity
to attract high-performing teachers to low-perform-
ing schools. The recently updated No Child Left
Behind waiver requirements indicate an increased
emphasis on equalizing student access to effective
teachers. Awide body of research indicates that high-
need students are disproportionately saddled with
low-performing teachers (Education Trust-West,
2012), and conventional wisdom has long held that
low-performing schools can’t attract significant
numbers of experienced, effective teachers.

The T3 Initiative proves that is not the case. Ma-

ch:n LEADER VOICES

itlyn Wante Mikalaitis

teaching
cher and English department chair

edral High School, Boston, Mass.

National Academy for Advanced Teacher Education Fellow

ria Fenwick was among the group of teachers who
developed the T3 Initiative. She wrote:

As we dug into research on the inequitable distribu-
tion of effective teachers, a surprising narrative came
to light: Many policy makers thought it wasn’t pos-
sible to convince experienced, effective teachers to
teach in the so-called worst schools.

From our experience, we knew that was incorrect. We
believed teachers like us would be eager for the chal-
lenge to teach in an underperforming, hard-to-staff
school . . . if the right conditions were in place. Over
the next several months, we set out to define what
those conditions would be (Fenwick, 2013).

Those conditions included a critical mass of
solutions-oriented colleagues (T3 teacher leaders
compose 20% to 25% of the teaching staffs at each
partner school), a clear and defined leadership role,
a principal committed to a model of shared school
leadership, an intensive network of support, and ad-
ditional compensation.

With those conditions in place, the T3 Initia-
tive now receives, on average, 7.5 applications for
every open teacher leader position. Our highest-
performing teachers clearly can be attracted to our
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most challenging schools, and well-structured, well-
supported teacher leadership opportunities are an
avenue to achieve that.

#3. Extend careers of teachers looking for growth
opportunities.

Attrition is a growing problem in the teaching
profession. Last year, The New Teacher Project
(TNTP) reported that the nation’s 50 largest urban
school districts lose some 10,000 high-performing
teachers each year (2012). That problem is exacer-
bated for low-income students and students of color,
who are two to three times more likely than their

more affluent peers to be assigned a weaker teacher
(Education Trust-West, 2012).

Defining some teachers as leaders does not
fracture school cultures.

"Toleverage teacherleadership to address the chal-
lenge of teacher attrition, leadership opportunities
must attract the kind of ambitious, talented teachers
who are seeking professional growth but feel ambiva-
lent about leaving the classroom.

Three years ago, Erin Dukeshire was one of those
teachers. In her essay in Learning from the Experts:
Teacher Leaders on Solving America’s Education Chal-
lenges (Harvard Education Press, 2013), Dukeshire

explains that she began to consider leaving the class-
room at year five:

I adored my students and the daily work, but leading
a classroom no longer felt like enough to sustain me
through an entire career . . . . The joys and compel-
ling challenges of classroom teaching were not the
only factors that brought me to the classroom . . .. I
aimed to have an impact on more than the hundred
students in my classes every day (Coggins, Peske, &
McGovern, 2013, p. 112).

Dukeshire describes how the chance to lead her
peers and have a broader impact beyond her class-
room as a T3 teacher leader kept her in the class-
room.

Five years later, data from across our programs
proves that Dukeshire is not alone. An internal sur-
vey of teachers who have participated in our pro-
grams finds that 52% of Teaching Policy Fellows
and 55% of T3 teacher leaders say leadership op-
portunities influenced their decisions to remain in
the classroom (Teach Plus, n.d.). While we know
that some teachers are already committed to life-
long classroom careers and that others will inevitably
leave, for teachers who are on the fence, leadership
opportunities can be the make-or-break difference.

The incoming generation of teachers may be less
inclined toward 30-year teaching careers than their
boomer predecessors. Nonetheless, leadership op-
portunities can be the difference between a two-year
teacher and a 10-year teacher. Ninety-two percent
of Teaching Policy Fellows and 93% of T3 teacher
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leaders remainin the classroom through the duration  and then provide ongoing training to build those
of their leadership program, extending their class-  skills. T3 identifies teachers who are:

room commitment by at least two and three years
respectively. For students, especially high-need stu-
dents, every year with a great teacher makes a dif-
ference. As Dukeshire writes:

® Purpose-driven instructional leaders;
e Skillful facilitators of adult learning;
¢ Evidence-based decision makers;

* Ongoing learners; and

Providing my colleagues and me with the decision- * Change agents.

making opportunities common to other professions is

notjusta move to benefit the adults who seek broader Ultimately, other teachers in T3 schools are clear
impact; it’ a key lever in improving results for kids. about how T3 teacher leaders are able to help them

When effective teachers are respected as leaders, we
contribute to solutions throughout our schools, dis-
tricts, and beyond, while continuing to work directly

with our own students (Coggins, Peske, & McGov-
ern, 2013, p. 113). Our team looked together at the data, and we saw that

our students had not done as well on author’s purpose

. ] aswe thoughtwe could.. .. The T3 teachers outlined

#4. Expand influence of effective teachers on peers. exactly what steps we were going to take as a team to

Teachersare, by and large, aunionized labor force, de"etlﬁP an 3CU‘in PE‘ILI?O that, by tge end, I COUICII
and an egalitarian culture has permeated the field for say, this 15 exactly what 1m gomng fo do tomorrow.

decades. In th ditional union f K would not have been able to take that data and make
ecades. In the traditional union framework, mem- itactionable without experienced teachers who could

change practice. As one first-year teacher at a T3
school explained:

bers become more valuable based on time served break it down for me.
rather than performance.
The union stance to teacher leadership has been The datashow thatdefining some teachersaslead-

equivocal. Nominally, teacher unions support the ersdoesnot fracture school cultures. In fact, accord-
notion of teachers as leaders of their profession. At  ingtothe2011-12 School Climate Survey conducted
the same time, the implication that some teachers by Boston Public Schools, teachersin T3 schools, on
are more worthy of leading challenges the unity of average, gave higher ratings to their schools in two
the whole. As a result, in the earlier stages of the key categories — teacher influence over classroom
movement, teacher leadership roles too
often fell to the most experienced teach-
ers rather than to the best. Further, the
work of leadership was often defined as
a variation on administration, rather than
aimed at the clear goal of improving the
practice of one’s colleagues.

Leading from within the ranks of teach-
ing is still a countercultural act. It can be
done successfully, but navigating the fault
lines involves acknowledging them first.
Teacher leadership can’t succeed if teach-
ers who are selected as leaders are not
viewed by their peers as more effective
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decision making and collective teacher efficacy —
than did teachers in other BPS schools. Moreover,
teachers in T3 schools rated their schools higher in
the category of collegial work environments than did
teachers in other BPS schools.

Teachers entering the profession today want to
be recognized for their success with students. They
see little conflict with the notion of stronger teachers
supporting weaker teachers; indeed, they often view
highly effective teachers as their greatest resource and
support formalized roles that facilitate teacher collab-
oration. In Chicago, the city with arguably the stron-
gest traditional union in the country, 80% of teach-
ers said they wanted teachers to play a formal role as
observers in the evaluation system (Teach Plus, 2013).

#5_Ensure a role for teachers as leaders in policy
decisions affecting their practice.

If a key tenet of professional work is that prac-

titioners are viewed as the expert problem solvers
of their field, then there also must be defined roles

TEACHER LEADER VOICES

for teachers to lead at the policy level where they
can solve the problems of the profession beyond the
classroom walls.

Pathways to bringing teachers and policy mak-
ers into direct dialogue have an obvious benefit to
students, too: When teachers have a voice in craft-
ing and implementing policies that affect their daily
work — from evaluation reform to testing proto-
cols — those policies are likely to work better in the
classroom.

The value of teacher leadership at the policy level
is particularly evident in the national conversation
on testing. In 2011, a group of teacher leaders work-
ing with Teach Plus came together to find a way for
teachers to voice their opinions on testing. Their
perspective was thatnotall tests are created equal and
that the current debate around testing has become
too focused on a pro-con testing dichotomy. Instead,
these teachers asked if there was a way to provide
the ultimate decision makers with access to teacher
opinions in determining which tests are mandated
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in schools, districts, and states.

These teachers developed Assessment Advisor,
an online ratings tool, similar to Yelp, that allows
teachers to rate tests they’ve administered to their
students. In a statement on the web site (www.assess-
ment-advisor.org/), the founding teachers wrote:

Our premise is this: There are hundreds of assess-
ments being used in schools and districts across the
country. Some are pretty darn good, and some are . ..
not. Teachers and students have a lot to gain if we can
find out from real teachers which existing assessments
work in real classrooms. Policy makers shouldn’t have
to guess — and then learn through trial and lots of
error.

Teachers from 48 states have reviewed tests to
date, and the data show clear patterns in terms of the
characteristics teachers say make a test useful. Teach-
ers want tests that are aligned to standards, track
student progress over the course of the year, return
results quickly, and capture the growth of students
above and below grade level.

To ensure that next generation assessments meet
these criteria, teacher leaders met with Secretary of
Education Arne Duncan and with senior education
advisers to President Obama. The data from Assess-
mentAdvisor informed the agenda that teacher lead-
ers shared with these high-level policy makers.

The teachers who created Assessment Advisor
came to the table with a clear agenda: Teachers know
best which types of tests are a good use of teacher
and student time. They developed a tool thatallowed
them to advance that agenda, mobilized colleagues
nationwide, and took their views as far as the White
House. This is exactly the type of teacher leadership
at the policy level that we need more of if we want
to increasingly build policy that works for teachers
and, by extension, for students.

Conclusion

Historically, leadership roles have offered teach-
ers more work, often for the same pay, and provided
limited potential for tangible impact. For teacher
leadership to stick, opportunities must be targeted
at tightly defined challenges with measurable out-
comes. Indeed, the high performers we should most
want taking on leadership roles aren’t interested in
doing so to no end. They want to improve schools,
expand their effect on students, and broaden their
influence on the teaching profession. When we treat
teacherleadership asa tool for fixing the critical chal-
lenges facing education and we measure its effect on
those challenges, then teacher leadership becomes
more than a nice idea. It becomes an indispensable
avenue for school improvement and for building a
high-performing, sustainable teaching force for the
next generation. K
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